Feedforward is an educational strategy focusing on providing students with prior exposure to, and prior practise with assessment in order to clarify expectations and standards. Current research into feedforward has yet to fully consider the specificity of online and distributed learning environments. We have developed a feedforward-based approach to teaching a large first year prerequisite course in screen history involving the modified and critical use of exemplars and assessment guidance in ways designed to stimulate self and peer assessment throughout the course. Our focus is the improvement of task compliance, quality and criteria in order to stimulate meaningful engagement with assessment and enhanced student performance in the unit.
Introduction
Empirical evidence shows that while students value written feedback, it 'often lead(s) to little if any improvement in their subsequent work' (Sadler 2010, 548 ) since feedback 'requires responses to be executed for learning to occur' (Bjorkman 1972, 152) . Particularly in summative assessment, 'there are seldom, if ever, opportunities to act on feedback, except in some vague, indeterminate way in the future' (Ellery 2007, 422) . Research into feedback identifies a number of deficiencies. Students can find it difficult 'to unpick the subject-specific, or topic-content advice from the generic advice to improve future achievement' (Duncan et al. 2007, 271) , and some simply choose not to read, or heed advice provided in written assessment feedback (Chanock 2000, 95) . Furthermore, feedback that emphasises mistakes and inadequacies has been negatively linked to issues of retention and engagement of first-year learners (Harvey, Drew, and Smith 2006) . Drever and Armstrong (2000) argue that 'meaningful individualised feedback and comment in subjects/units/courses with large numbers of students is time-consuming for academics, repetitive and can lead to inconsistencies, particularly if a number of markers are involved' (3). Feedback remains useful and necessary for explaining student performance against assessment criteria, but its value in relation to teaching task compliance and quality is extremely limited.
Feedforward is an educational strategy, initially outlined in Bjorkman's (1972) examination of the interaction of the 'learning operators', feedback and feedforward, in the cognitive processes of learning and knowledge building. Feedforward 'refers to task information transmitted to the subject by instructions, whereas feedback refers to the trial-by-trial information provided by task outcomes ' (153) . Feedforward approaches 1 have in recent years gained a certain prominence as educational researchers seek to address feedback's pedagogical deficiencies and enhance 'global' learning; the idea is that instructors' advice is literally fed forward, into future student learning and assessment preparation, rather than referring back to the anterior assessment item in question (Carless 2007) . This future-oriented strategy focuses not just on post facto written feedback, but on providing students with prior exposure to and prior practice with assessment in order to develop a clear sense of expectations and standards (Sadler 2002; Carless 2007) .
Feedforward approaches are predicated on institutions catering to student diversity, and dedicating greater attention to building student strengths, which, as Yorke and Longden (2008, 4) have pointed out, enhance first-year learners' engagement with study, and optimise chances of individual success. The most efficacious teaching strategies employed in a feedforward approach include the use of exemplars, explicit composing processes and self and peer assessment (Carless 2007, 59; Sadler 2008, 12) .
Feedforward in the distance and online learning context
As distributed learning (online/e-learning, open and traditional 'distance' learning) 2 grows exponentially within the higher education sector (Rovai and Downey 2010) , educators have developed strategies for providing timely feedback and reducing marking time by streamlining feedback allocation processes (Drever and Armstrong 2000) . Research specifically targeting feedforward approaches to assessment and evaluation has so far concentrated on the live, face-to-face classroom environment.
Our teaching experience over the last decade, involving the delivery of large courses through partnerships with Open Universities Australia (formerly Open Learning Australia), has furnished us with extensive experience in developing instructional design to enhance teaching and assess learning in distributed learning environments. It is important to note that while e-learning tends to be assumed by some educators as the dominant mode for non-campus-based study, our experiences continue to show that a significant proportion of our students prefer to learn in the traditional 'distance' mode, which involves minimal and sometimes even zero online activity (as in the case of incarcerated students and those studying from remote, mobile and war-torn locations; and also by preference in the case for some self-described 'book-learners' 3 ). The implications of this ongoing diversity of learning modes are that our study materials must be versatile and multi-platform; namely, provided as printed lecture notes and reading dossiers, online documents and as audio-visual files.
One of the key challenges in the teaching and learning nexus with commencing learners, both on and off campus, concerns the place of 'sample essays' or 'past essays' in an overall pedagogical framework designed to foster active learning and problem-solving (Wood 2009, 111) . We have found that the standard pedagogic practice of simply making exemplary essays available to students is not only insufficient in the digital higher education context, but also, as Sadler (2009 Sadler ( , 2010 and Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick (2006) note, of questionable desirability. Rather than providing inspiration, edification or exemplification, the 'inherent limitations of explicit description' (Sadler 2010, 538) embodied in the 'model essay', in our experience, has tended to act as a kind of intellectual pro forma or even straightjacket, rigidly delimiting the sense and scope of what is possible or required in an assessment item. Unfortunately it has also been our experience that the provision of 'model' assessment items seems to encourage 'rote' imitation andin the worst casesoutright plagiarism. We suggest that feedforward approaches can be tailored to the online or distributed learning environment to most effectively acknowledge contemporary students' multimodal literacies, and to stimulate a range of strategies towards independent research, argument and enquiry.
For us, feedforward offers a critical opportunity to explain not just criteria, but also task compliance (the 'form and structure of what is expected from a student in response to an assessment task') and quality ('the degree to which a work comes together as a whole to achieve its intended purpose'), and to provide a purposeful map for performance throughout an academic unit (Sadler 2010, 542, 544 ). Achieving task compliance is perhaps more complicated in the online teaching environment because, unlike the face-to-face teaching context, the usual classroom delivery methods of instructor repetition, reformulation and clarification are unavailable. Feedforward, as conceptualised by Bjorkman (1972, 153) , 'refers to task information transmitted to the subject by instructions'. Although in the ideal scenario, assessment task specifications are sufficiently well crafted and expressed so as not to require any further clarification, in the off-campus/distributed learning setting, instructors are heavily reliant on written instructions, which are frequently accessed by students electronically (as electronic unit outline documents), and, therefore are susceptible to issues of misinterpretation in much the same way that say email 'tone' can be misinterpreted. Especially in a diverse cohort of first-year learners (often undertaking their first ever university subject) in the distributed/online/offcampus context, compliance remains a problem: '(a)s many academic teachers can attest, student productions often do not comply with the basic specifications' (Sadler 2010, 542) .
Although blended learning environments now offer real-time online classrooms such as the Wimba Collaboration Suite, and the effective use of instructional technologies to foster and enhance first-year learner engagement is well known (see Krause and Coates 2008) , our experience at the time of writing (early 2012) is that their promise is yet to be fulfilled in practice, with pedagogic usefulness hampered by their uptake by only a small cohort of the most engaged and tech-savvy students, and the technical complications of the platform for a majority of users. Unlike the face-to-face setting, in the online environment teachers are unable to verbally repeat what is required and expected in an assessment item in the course of lecture/tutorial delivery. The distributed learning instructor cannot rely on recognising embodied cues, nor ask students to reiterate assessment requirements to monitor and reinforce comprehension of assessment criteria. Instead, instruction regarding task criteria takes place in unit outlines, unit website announcements and/or emails to studentsall of which can be ignored, misread or overlooked.
In the off-campus/distributed learning environment, the instructor has no control over student reading of instructional materials and, furthermore, impending assessment can, in some cases, generate student anxiety or even panic which militates against full and proper understanding of assessment criteria. In this situation, task compliance is at the mercy of students appropriately engaging with the materials provided. Similarly, students' awareness of quality in assessment items is dependent on their comprehension of the materialsit is difficult to frame exemplars in the general sense, when, as we noted earlier, students can tend to double-guess what they think instructors want to see and simply reproduce the form and content of 'model' essays in their own assessment work. These exemplars run the risk of being seen as 'templates', which as Sadler (2010, 548) notes, 'can actually inhibit the formation of a full-bodied concept of quality because they tend to prioritise specific qualities (criteria) rather than quality as a global property'.
Feedforward approaches
To address these problems in the first-year online environment we developed an extensive pedagogic strategy specifically drawing on feedforward principles. In our first year screen history unit, we embedded feedforward approaches within the substantive content of the course teaching to work in tandem with the historical and theoretical materials studied in the course. To overcome the problems of 'once-off assessment events' that 'provide little opportunity for effectively learning through feedback' (Ellery 2007, 422) we incorporated assessment-focused learning activities and explicit guidance on assessment items into the fabric of lecture notes from the very beginning of the course. While this might work somewhat against the grain of our on-campus pedagogical practicewhere tutorials are the occasion for the more discursive, dialogic 'unpacking' and discussion of assessment tasks, 4 and lectures the province for providing course 'content'we feel it is one of the clear cases where the specificity of the e-learning/distributed situation requires a modified approach. The degree to which non face-to-face learning modes might challenge, disrupt or dissolve traditional boundaries between 'the lecture' and 'the tutorial', while relevant to our account here, suggest an opportunity for ongoing open dialogue beyond the feedforward context under discussion.
We have made these lectures available in written, electronic and audiovisual form. Our lecture notes thus now comprise relatively basic tasks like key discussion points and activities to reinforce learning of each module of knowledge; detailed discussion of the processes of moving from description to analysis by use of example; emphasis on the forms of acceptable (and unacceptable) academic research; specific guidance for the completion of the first assessment (a step-by-step guide which explicates the time period for completing each aspect of assessment preparation, research and writing); an exemplification of research and preparation strategies for the final assignment; a detailed explanation of academic argument clearly applied to the assessment task; an extensive account of the heterogeneity of taskappropriate research strategies; the use of selected segments (not whole essays) from previous student assignments and a revision of our pedagogical approach to the practice of feedback which folds in feedforward-inflected commentary and a focus on 'global' quality.
The prior essay segments, which range from a Fail to Distinction level, are accompanied by a series of exercises, which provide students with the opportunity to critically analyse the writing samples to identify problems, mistakes and areas of improvement. We then provide our own commentary on the limitations, weaknesses and achievements of the selection. The scope of these exercises models a variety of student essay performancefrom the underachieving (incoherence, task noncompliance, Wikipedia citation and extensive plagiarism) to the commendable (high-quality independent analysis and articulate argumentation and analysis). We deliberately did not provide a High Distinction example so we could demonstrate to students, through analysis and discussion, what would be required to move up to the highest level, while circumventing the problem of uncritical mimicry of 'model' essays.
The combination of this suite of feedforward strategies embedded in the course material is designed to 'promote and encourage each learner in making their own regular and structured self-assessment judgments on their progress' (Robinson and Udall 2006, 94) . It contributes to the enhancement of efforts on the part of universities to educate students about assessment expectations, norms and practises through the provision of key additional support structures in the first year, which is positively correlated with the engagement of learners (Krause and Coates 2008, 494) . While no instructor can ever coerce their entire student cohort to thoroughly read and comprehend all course materials, it is our belief that the integration of these materials in the lecture notes properrather than as additional guidance materials or reminders in emails or announcementsformalises, emphasises and reifies them as course content. This encourages students to view the feedforward materials as equally important to their learning experience as the unit's historical and theoretical materials; indeed, we hope, as central to their learning. We contend that these are meaningful ways to stimulate the real learning that has long been noted to take place when the gap between students' 'actual level' and the 'reference level'where they need to beis narrowed or closed (see Ramprasad 1983, 4) .
Impact and effects
The impact of these initiatives is continually unfolding. Highly encouraging signs, in the form of email queries to tutors, discussion board activity, student survey feedback responses, and, perhaps most significantly, in assessment item performance, suggest that these interventions are having a significant and positive effect on student learning. We can see a number of effects from the implementation of these feedforward strategies. From the administrative or instructor-based perspective, the additional information appears to have demonstrably diminished the volume of student emails requesting further clarification on assessment items, and shifted the nature of student queries to much more specific enquiries tailored to individual students' projects (focused on, for instance, the nature of their questioning in the primary research process or the reliability of a particular source for research purposes). In other words, the greater emphasis on explanatory discussion appears to have provided students with answers to the more common questions about how to proceed with assessment. This is not to say that the feedforward initiatives have entirely obviated the assistance-seeking or clarification-seeking behaviours of firstyear Open University students, as the volume of emails and discussion board questions remains high. However, it does appear that the greater amount of explanation and practical demonstration of assessment material provided before the fact of submission has affected the kind and quality of query that students might present to tutors.
Staying with the staff perspective, it appears to be the belief of some in higher education that the point of feedforward is to minimise feedback. While we can see the value in rationalising and prioritising tutors' time, and appreciate that the marking and grading of assessment items does represent a significant cost to institutions, we would note that the reduction of instructor time devoted to feedback en masse is not our pedagogical priority. Rather, we might suggest that what the implementation of feedforward approaches provides is an opportunity for tutors to reduce time spent on repeating general feedback comments in favour of more specific feedback related to the individual first-year student's assessment performance against criteria, and, particularly, prioritising time spent on feedforward comments oriented towards enhancing 'global' standards and quality. In other words, it can positively affect not so much the quantity, but the quality of feedback/feedforward, allowing it to be more personalised and specific, and, it is hoped, more meaningful to the individual student.
From the student perspective, feedforward initiatives appear to have had a number of effects, almost entirely positive. The discussion of analysis strategies does appear to have reduced the volume of descriptive writing and increased the volume of analysis, while the discussion of research methodologies and practices has noticeably affected the kind and quality of research material cited by students. In particular, the part of the recently included research discussion that inveighs against the uncritical adoption of material taken from non-academic sources, particularly Wikipedia, appears to have resonated with students, leading to the most dramatic falls in Wikipedia citations across the board we have yet achieved in off-campus cohorts. This is to be regarded as a significant enhancement of the first-year experience, as many students are not exposed to effective, rigorous academic discussion of the perils of Wikipedia, and thus can continue to rely on it to their detriment throughout their academic careers.
The detailed assessment process and preparation guides, and the critical discussion of exemplar paragraphs appear to have contributed to the enhancement of the first-year experience. A common complaint of first-year students is feeling 'daunted' by assessment or 'overwhelmed' by the process or 'not knowing where to start', and this is amplified in the off-campus or distance context. However, after the introduction of the assessment preparation guides, there was an observable difference in the number of these complaints. It appears that these guides, by breaking assessment tasks into manageable bite-sized pieces achieved within an optimal time frame, worked to demystify assessment preparation processes, providing students with a set of relatively simple tasks that, completed sequentially, led to the production of well-achieved assessment items and a modest but pleasing bump in higher grades. This particular enhancement was measurable not just in overall results but in a day-to-day reduction of panicked, confused and 'freaking out' remarks in student emails to the course tutor and on posts to the discussion board, which has evident benefits, not just for student well-being, but for the tutors acting on their behalf as well. We would therefore recommend that this particular kind of processoriented approach is one of the most valuable feedforward methods for the first-year student experience.
Similarly, the explicit guidance provided in the discussion of other pieces of writing responding to the assessment tasks appears to have significantly clarified students' understanding of assessment tasks, comprehension of academic standards, and further explained the entailments of the academic assessment preparation process. Using selected paragraphs chosen for their exemplary force, this feedforward approach served both to warn against common mistakes (copying and compiling without attribution, unsubstantiated claims, descriptive rather than analytic writing, underdeveloped argumentation) while modelling both undesirable and desirable assessment practices. The high-achieving selections served to answer students' questions about best practice -'what it looks like'in a way that did not lead to mimicry but rather, as Sadler advocates, offers learners a 'guided experience in making global judgments of works of the same types they produce themselves ' (2008, 13) . Since feeling unsure about what is expected at the level of assessment (both in terms of quality and a sense of the actual, material work required) is one ofif not the mostcommon first-year student anxiety issues we have encountered over the years, we would assert that these example discussions were the strongest endorsement we have for the incorporation of this feedforward strategy in the enhancement of first-year learning, and our student responses seem to corroborate this.
Of course, students' responses to these endeavours were not universally positive; a small number of students explicitly criticised the additional commentary provided on why the examples supplied represented different levels of grade achievement. One response from a student over email in this vein read:
To be honest, I'd have preferred a comparison between student essays that had been graded fail, pass, credit, distinction and high distinction with no explanatory comments. I prefer to read between the lines:) However, it should be noted that this type of response was distinctly in the minority, with the majority of students commenting on the helpfulness and usefulness of the additional discussion of assessment provided, and showing a marked preference for the explicit, spelled-out nature of our clarificatory comments. Comments that illustrate this view include remarks we have received (both unprompted and in response to a student reflection survey) such as:
it was a great helpyour course had the most in terms of guides and what you would prefer to see, what web resources are not deemed appropriate etc.
The additional information was all terrificvery thorough and useful. The step by step guides in particular were very helpful given the detailed nature of the assessment tasks.
The step by step guides were very useful. And, especially in the second assessment item, having the example assignments available was a great help. It allowed me to really understand what was required in a practical sense. I found these resources invaluable, and they answer all the questions I would have otherwise bugged you about via email! I really was quite amazed at the level of support provided by additional information, in particular for the major essay. It was so helpful and I personally was really grateful.
Considering the specific strategy of embedding feedforward strategies for assessment preparation in lecture notes, comments from students in surveys and over email were particularly illuminating. A number of students specifically commented that the use of guidance in lecture notes 'Was very useful and very informative for me'; 'was a godsend'; 'Very useful, if I didn't quite grasp the concepts I could always go back to the lecture notes and work out what they meant'.
One of our concerns was that the additional materials ran the risk of 'over-catering'the provision of additional guidance material could prove overwhelming or daunting to students preparing their assessment items (despite the proliferation of feedback comments on the guidance documents describing them as 'excellent. Comprehensive and succinct', and encouraging comments such as 'they're all so so usefulthe more the merrier!'). Late in the study period, one particularly engaged, high-achieving student emailed the course tutor to comment that she was 'struggling with this big assessment'; she had draughted most of it, but consequently felt 'very worried that it won't line up with expectations, considering how much help we've been given in content/layout etc'. It seems as though our fears of 'overdoing' support were in danger of being realised; however, happily, after looking again at the lecture notes guidance for the second assessment item, the student emailed to say that she'd just had an 'Archimedes moment', saying, Eurekaby George, I think she's got it …
The assessment has started to 'click into place' … I'm getting rather excited about tackling it, now that I understand how to write an assertion [Lecture Notes p. nos provided] and then what to do with it. The amount of work that went into the student resources is exceptional, each time I read my lecture notes I find a new gem (and often a breadcrumb trail). Thank you! Finally, one of the more detailed comments we received in response to our request for honest appraisals of the raft of feedforward strategies spoke directly to the elearning student experience. The student wrote:
About the extra assessment advice: to be honest when I first read through it I though, wow, this is like cheating, you guys have practically written it for us. But when it came to actually doing the assessment I found that wasn't true at allwhat it did was help me clarify my thoughts and ideas and apply what I had read to the specifics of the essay requirements. Because, for example, in the final essay you covered so many topics that we ourselves couldn't cover (due to word limit) so it was useful for me to be able to go read your advice and remember how everything fit together […] and then select those aspects most relevant to my [discussion]but also at the same time relate them in my mind back to the other elements even if I wasn't using them. (W) ithout your detailed advice I am quite sure when it came to the final essay I would not have been able to put everything together in my mind even though I had revised and taken good notes throughout etc. So I imagine it took loads of effort from you to put it together and it may seem to some like too much or like you are making it easier for uswell, you are, but I would say in a useful way not in a 'cheating' way. As for doing it for other courses, I would say yes, as long as you can maintain that balance of assistance and not giving away the farm. We do need to do the work after all, but distance learning really is very difficult, despite best intentions of students and tutors alike, it's just hard. So any additional help that can be given (that doesn't negate the learning requirement) would be very much appreciated I imagine!
Conclusion
From the student perspective, we conclude that our feedforward initiatives have significantly enhanced the first-year experience for the students of our unit by providing discussion and experience with assessment material prior to the event of students preparing their own assessment work. These materials have not only clarified assessment tasks and helped demystify the expectations for student achievement in our course; we feel they have laid significant foundations for students' comprehension of global notions of quality in relation to assessment practice, and contributed positively to their construction of knowledge, both in our discipline and throughout their ongoing or lifelong learning.
There are some limitations to the efficacy of feedforward strategies to improve teaching and learning for first-year learners in the distributed or online teaching environment. While a significant proportion of our students appear to have engaged with these materials and benefited from the enhanced clarification of assessment practice, there remain students who appear not to have engaged thoroughly with their course materials, and consequently have produced assessment work that does not bear evidence of drawing on these additional resources. The issue of underengaged or disengaged learners extends beyond the first-year experience and beyond the distributed or e-learning context; the ongoing challenge, then, is to develop innovative strategies to engage these learners to the level where they can be encouraged to take advantage of all the materials provided to enhance their learning.
In terms of future development of the feedforward process, the next step for our pedagogy is to explore mechanisms to further enhance the first-year experience in order to engage all learners in the process of preparing assessment materials that demonstrate and reflect their grasp of conceptual materials taught throughout the study period, and to focus more intensively on global notions of quality in regard to assessment practice. To this end, we have recently initiated developments at the level of assessment feedbackthe traditional mechanism for providing appraisal and guidance of student performance in assessment items. Rather than criticise the shortcomings of student performance, a strategy whose negative impact can work against student learning, as Harvey, Drew, and Smith (2006) have noted, or devote the majority of feedback commentary to the isolation of discipline-specific or course-related issues, our strategy, in terms of markers' comments on student assessment, is one of feedforward-within-feedback. For us, this means responding to student assessment items with constructive commentary that emphasises the global issues of quality that the student can develop to further enhance his or her own professional achievement in higher education. This broader focus means that markers' comments can overcome the problem of ineffectuality of feedback that Carless (2006) among many others, has noted, whereby it is received too late for the student to use it productively or meaningfully. This approach is similar in practice to what Light, Calkin and Cox (2009, 16ff) term 'open-boundaries feedback', which directs the student's attention beyond the immediate assessment task at hand (the assignment 'boundaries'), to the wider educational context of the discipline, and higher education study at large. While this 'open', 'global' or 'learning-oriented assessment' feedback approach may not overcome the problem that Chanock (2000, 95) and many others have identifiedof students choosing not to read written feedback in the first placeit provides teachers with pedagogical tools of considerable utility to positive influence learning outcomes for a range of learners, including less engaged students, but also the more conscientious learners seeking to attain higher levels of academic growth and professional achievement. As Carless (2007, 59) puts it: 'for assessment to promote learning, students need to receive appropriate feedback which they can use to "feedforward" into future work'.
As Rovai and Downey (2010) argue, such global approaches to pedagogy are necessitated in the increasing growth of, and competition among, online learning providers in higher education. While 'online course design and teaching require an extensive investment of time' (6), the focus on bringing a feedforward approach to feedback provision also has distinct advantages for teaching practice. Our markers are able to direct students back to specific areas within the globally oriented competency guidance on assessment preparation, research, substantiation and argumentation embedded throughout our lecture notes; in this way, feedforwardand feedbackare able to positively contribute not just to efficiency and consistency, but to the enhancement of what Rovai and Downey (2010, 6) note is the increasingly specialised, pastoral role of teaching stuff in the online context. We argue that through continual development of feedforward strategies, teachers can continue to develop student-centred approaches to assessment, and students can meaningfully engage with assessment concepts 'not as abstractions but as core concepts that are internalised, operationalised and applied to concrete productions' (Sadler 2010, 548) . Notes 1. In the online/distributed context we are discussing, particularly with the cohort of first-
year students coming from a range of backgrounds and having little or no familiarity with studying at a tertiary level, feedforward operates as a form of scaffolding; in particular in terms of the sense of the 'temporary' nature of the scaffold (the concept of scaffolding was developed initially by Vygotsky 1987 Vygotsky , 1993 . 2. Our Open Universities Australia students receive hard copies of all course materials (lecture notes, reading dossiers, study guides and assessment task specifications) and are granted access to the course learning management system where these materials are available electronically. Students therefore have the option of studying in fully online modes served by a suite of information and communication technologies (ICTs) (e-learning); in more 'traditional' print-materials-based modes (distance); or any combination of these the student may choose. The provision of both hard-copy/print-based and comprehensive ICT learning environments is what we refer to in our specific situation as the distributed learning context. In this sense we acknowledge that, as Guri-Rosenblit (2005) argued, the terms 'distance learning' and 'e-learning' are not interchangeable, but rather refer to complementary modalities which may chosen by our students to suit individual learning preferences. 3. An example of this kind of approach to learning is exemplified in the following comment from a student evaluation: 'I prefer to study from printed materials predominantly (not being bombarded with emails, updates or online tasks would be beneficial as I prefer to take things at my own pace in a more private manner)'. 4. We provide both hard copies and electronic versions of assessment task specifications, which include formal statements of tasks and expectations, to all on-and off-campus students at the start of each semester/study period so that they are accessible to every enrolled student to access whenever the need arises.
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